The decisional balance worksheet (DBW), an open-ended measure of motivation to change, may be used to record the perceived advantages and disadvantages of substance use as well as alternative behaviors. Recent findings have indicated that the open-ended DBW can be quantified to validly reflect college students' level of motivation to reduce their drinking (Collins, Carey, & Otto, 2009) . The goal of the current study was to enhance our understanding of college students' perceived advantages and disadvantages of drinking by qualitatively examining the content of their decisional balance. Participants were undergraduate college students at a 4-year university (N ϭ 760) who participated in a randomized controlled trial of online brief motivational interventions. Using the DBW, participants recorded the advantages and disadvantages of their current drinking. Conventional content analysis methods were used to extract common themes. Social, enjoyment, and psychological reasons were the most commonly mentioned advantages of drinking, whereas physical side effects, expense and interference with goals were the most commonly mentioned disadvantages of drinking. These findings show that college students primarily use alcohol for enjoyment, particularly in social situations, as well as for coping with stress and social anxiety. On the other hand, many college students report having physical side effects from drinking as well as other kinds of concerns (e.g., expense, calories). Findings suggest that using the open-ended DBW may result in a more client-centered and accurate representation of what college students perceive as advantages and disadvantages to drinking than established, Likert-scale measures of decisional balance.
Rooted in decision-making theory (Janis & Mann, 1977) , decisional balance entails an evaluation of perceived advantages and disadvantages of engaging in a certain behavior and its alternatives. The decisional balance exercise was originally designed to understand (and later reduce) decision-making errors (Janis & Mann, 1977) . In its later applications within motivational interventions, the decisional balance was used to allow clients to articulate ambivalence about their current behavior and to determine if the weight of evidence is accumulating toward the need for behavior change (Miller, 1999) . Within the transtheoretical model of change, shifts in the decisional balance are believed to precipitate movement through the stages of change. For this reason, the decisional balance has also been used as an assessment tool to document the extent to which a person's motivation is balanced toward behavior change (Cunningham, Gavin, Sobell, Sobell, & Breslin, 1997; King & Diclemente, 1993; Migneault, Velicer, Prochaska, & Stevenson, 1999) .
In its use as an assessment tool, however, decisional balance items have been exclusively generated by researchers instead of by participants themselves and may therefore not adequately capture individuals' perceptions of their drinking. This may be particularly true among populations, such as college students, which may not share the same demographic characteristics, perspectives, or goals regarding their drinking as the researchers who generated the items (Beyth-Marom, Austin, Fischhoff, Palmgren, & Jacobs-Quadrel, 1993; Fischoff & Quadrel, 1991) . In contrast, use of an open-ended response format allows participants to express their own perceptions rather than passively respond-potentially in a socially desirable way-to researchers' own perspectives and values (Fischoff & Quadrel, 1991) . It has therefore been suggested that open-ended measures of decisional balance may be more clientcentered and may provide more accurate information about college students' perspectives on the perceived advantages and disadvantages of their drinking (Collins, Carey, & Otto, 2009) .
This study features a qualitative analysis of written, open-ended responses to the DBW. The aim of this study was to provide qualitative descriptions and relative rankings of the perceived advantages and disadvantages of drinking from the perspectives of college students who are most at risk for the experience of alcoholrelated problems and are most targeted for intervention (i.e., those who had engaged in heavy, episodic drinking in the previous 30 days).
Method Participants
Participants (N ϭ 760; 56.1% women, 0.1% intersex) were college students who provided informed consent to participate in a larger parent study evaluating the efficacy of two, online brief motivational interventions and who reported at least one heavy drinking episode (i.e., four or more drinks for women and five or more drinks for men ; Wechsler, Dowdall, Davenport, & Rimm, 1995) within the past 30 days.
The mean age of the sample was 20.77 (SD ϭ 1.41) years. Regarding class standing, 7.6% were freshmen, 14.6% were sophomores, 24% were juniors, 50.8% were seniors, and 3.1% described their class standing as "other." In this sample, 67.5% self-identified as White/European American, 17.5% as Asian, 9.5% as Multiracial, 0.9% as Black/African American, 0.7% as American Indian/Alaska Native, 0.7% as Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, and 3.3% endorsed the "Other" racial group. Further, 6.4% indicated Hispanic/Latino/a ethnicity. Of the overall sample, 27.3% reported being members of the Greek system (i.e., fraternity/sorority members).
Measures
A set of single-item sociodemographic questions assessed participants' age, gender, year in college, race, ethnicity, and membership in an on-campus Greek organization. These items were used in this study to provide the sample description.
The Timeline Followback questionnaire (TLFB; Sobell & Sobell, 1992 ) is a set of monthly calendars that allows for a retrospective evaluation of drinking behavior for each day of the previous month(s). Concordance tests have indicated that the TLFB and prospective daily self-monitoring correlated up to r ϭ .89 for 30-day drinking (Carney, Tennen, Affleck, Del Boca, & Kranzler, 1998) . This measure was used to establish inclusion in this study (i.e., occurrence of at least one heavy drinking episodefour or more drinks for women or five or more for men on one occasion-in the prior 30 days).
The Decisional Balance Worksheet (DBW) is an open-ended measure that assesses participants' perceived advantages and disadvantages of their current drinking behavior and has been shown to be predictively valid for college drinkers (Collins et al., 2009) . The prompt to assess perceived advantages was, "What are the advantages to you of continuing to drink as you do now?" The same prompt was used to assess perceived disadvantages. Participants could list as many as 17 advantages and disadvantages or could choose to endorse zero advantages and disadvantages in response to the following prompt: "If you cannot think of any advantages [or disadvantages] of continuing to drink as you do now, please check this box."
Procedure
This study is a secondary analysis of data from a larger, online parent study that was conducted at a four-year university in the U.S. Pacific Northwest. A random sample of 2,425 students was selected from the university registrar's list and was e-mailed study invitations. Invitations included the study URL and a randomly generated ID number to log into the secure study Web site. Participants provided informed consent, completed the baseline measures described above, and were paid $20. All procedures were approved by the institutional review board at the home institution.
Data Preparation and Analysis Plan
Participants' DBW responses were downloaded from the online data repository into a spreadsheet program in which coding was conducted. Perceived advantages and disadvantages were analyzed using conventional content analysis, which is a qualitative research method used to interpret the content of text data through a systematic classification process involving coding and identifying themes (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005; Krippendorff, 2004) . In conventional content analysis, the researcher does not start with preconceived, theory-based notions about what kinds of codes or themes will be found. Instead, the researcher allows the data to drive the codes and themes (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005) .
Decisional balance responses from a test set of data from a previous study (Collins & Carey, 2005) were reviewed by two raters, a clinical psychologist (SEC) and a postbaccalaureate research assistant (MK), to identify recurring codes, which are tags or labels for each unit of meaning in the data (Miles & Huberman, 1994) . In this study, units of meaning were each perceived disadvantage or advantage of drinking. Initial coding (i.e., tagging or labeling) was conducted independently, with codes being applied line-by-line (i.e., for each perceived advantage or disadvantage separately). After the first independent coding phase, a codebook was created in consensus meetings, pooling initial codes (e.g., "hangovers" and "having a headache the next day" were pooled to create the physical effectswithdrawal/hangovers category) and removing or collapsing idiosyncratic or redundant codes (e.g., "financial costs," "money" and "expense" became "expense"). After the codebook was established, the first and second authors trained bachelor-, postbaccalaureate, and master's-level psychology students on the coding procedure and manual. These coders rated the first 350 responses for advantages and disadvantages of current drinking, and then coding was discussed. In the case of discrepancies, category definitions were clarified in the codebook and with all coders. Coding was repeated until interrater consistency for these items reached standards in the literature (i.e., 80%; Shek, Tang, & Han, 2005) . After adequate consistency was attained, the remaining discrepancies were resolved in consensus coding meetings involving at least two coders.
Results
Interrater reliability reached 84% for both advantages and disadvantages. Considered as an overall sample, advantages of current drinking represented 54% (n ϭ 1,624) of responses, whereas This document is copyrighted by the American Psychological Association or one of its allied publishers.
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disadvantages of current drinking represented 46% (n ϭ 1,404) of responses. Table 1 shows the frequencies of responses within each of the overall categories.
Advantages of Current Drinking
Of the top five advantages of current drinking, social reasons were most frequently cited, and represented about one third of participants' responses (see Table 1 for a rank-ordered list of all advantages). Within this category, participants reported drinking as an opportunity to meet new people (e.g., "you make new friends") as well as to spend time (e.g., "hanging out with friends") or further bond (e.g., "an intensified feeling of camaraderie at social gatherings," "sometimes I get to know others better while drinking") with friends. Socializing with alcohol was often paired with statements confirming it was an enjoyable activity (e.g., "having fun with friends," "having a good time with my friends").
The second most common advantage of drinking was often simply cited as "fun." Participants reported drinking to have a "fun time" or to enhance their enjoyment of certain activities-"to have more fun." Other participants reported drinking as a way to reward themselves, celebrate or mark occasions, including holidays, birthdays and even the weekend (e.g., "it's a good way to end the week.").
Psychological reasons were the third most common advantage of drinking. This category was broken into two subcategories. The first was the use of alcohol as a negatively reinforcing coping mechanism. Some students reported using alcohol for "liquid courage" or confidence in social situations they find intimidating (e.g., "break down social barriers," "reduces social anxiety"). Others said it helped them "destress from school and work" or "forget [their] worries." In the second and far less frequently represented psychological reasons subcategory, alcohol played a more positively reinforcing role: participants reported drinking to reach a desired affective state. For instance, drinking was seen as helping them to "feel happy" or to "feel elated."
Fourth, participants reported enjoying the taste of alcoholic beverages (e.g., "enjoying the taste of wine," "the taste of my favorite drink, vodka tonic").
The fifth most frequently encountered category was related to the ability to control one's drinking. For instance, one participant expressed that "drinking is something I control," and another reported that he or she "never misses school or work because I always drink on Fridays." This sense of control over one's drinking was most often (i.e., 91%) embedded in responses that suggested potential social desirability bias and had either reactive or reassuring qualities (e.g., "I am drinking responsibly and not to get drunk," "I am not a problem drinker").
Disadvantages of Current Drinking
Of the top five disadvantages of current drinking, negative physical effects were most frequently cited (see Table 2 for a rank-ordered list of all disadvantages). In order of prevalence, this category included physical withdrawal and hangovers (e.g., "hangovers suck," "feeling sick the next day"), more distal or longerterm effects (e.g., "drinking is bad for my health"), acute intoxication (e.g., "loss of coordination can make you break things"), less specific physical effects (e.g., "feeling sick," "feeling bad"), and tolerance (e.g., "dependency build-up; takes heavy drinking to get intoxicated").
The next most frequently endorsed category of drinking disadvantages was concern about the amount of money spent on alcohol. Some participants were more specific noting, for example, "beer costs a lot of money," whereas others cited general financial concerns they had ascribed to their alcohol use (e.g., "takes from my income").
The expense category was closely followed by interference with goals or priorities. The first and most frequently represented sub- This document is copyrighted by the American Psychological Association or one of its allied publishers. This article is intended solely for the personal use of the individual user and is not to be disseminated broadly.
category, general goal interference, included alcohol's disruptive effects on participants' life goals and priorities (e.g., "neglecting my responsibilities," "impediments to marathon training"). The second subcategory featured school-related responses (e.g., "I get less homework done after a night of drinking," "my grades suffer"). The fourth most commonly encountered perceived disadvantage of drinking was the increased calorie intake and/or resulting weight gain (e.g., "beer has a lot of empty calories," "you get fat"). Perceived behavioral consequences of drinking, which comprised the fifth most common disadvantage, referred to actions participants later regretted (e.g., "I do things I wouldn't do sober," "I will continue to smoke too many cigarettes").
Discussion
The decisional balance has been used for decades to understand the advantages and disadvantages associated with health-related behaviors (Janis & Mann, 1977; King & Diclemente, 1993; Velicer, DiClemente, Prochaska, & Brandenburg, 1985) , including college drinking (Migneault et al., 1999) . However, no studies to date have examined perceived advantages and disadvantages of drinking using more client-centered, open-ended measures. This study therefore provided the first, large-scale qualitative study of at-risk college drinkers' decisional balance in their own words.
Perceived Advantages of Drinking
The top two advantages mentioned by our college samplesocial enjoyment and fun-comprised the majority of the perceived advantages and reflected positive reinforcing aspects of drinking (Cooper, Frone, Russell, & Mudar, 1995) . The prevalence of positively reinforcing aspects of drinking suggests they are highly salient and important to students. These findings correspond to the literature on motives and expectancies, which has indicated that social and general enjoyment/enhancement aspects of drinking are high on the list of desired effects (Kuntsche, Knibbe, Gmel, & Engels, 2005; LaBrie, Hummer, & Pedersen, 2007; Orford, Krishnan, Balaam, Everitt, & Van der Graaf, 2004) . Unfortunately, existing decisional balance measures feature a disproportionately small number of positive social and general enjoyment items compared with negatively reinforcing items that are more congruent with problem drinking and alcohol-use disorders (e.g., "Drinking helps keep my mind off problems," "When I drink, my body feels better;" King & Diclemente, 1993; Migneault et al., 1999) . Our study suggests the less pathologically oriented and positively This document is copyrighted by the American Psychological Association or one of its allied publishers. This article is intended solely for the personal use of the individual user and is not to be disseminated broadly.
reinforcing effects of alcohol should be more consistently assessed to achieve an accurate representation of college students' decisional balance. At the same time, psychological reasons, which reflected predominantly negatively reinforcing aspects of drinking (Cooper et al., 1995) , also played an important role in this study and represented the third most frequently cited category of drinking advantages. Most commonly, participants mentioned that alcohol served as a coping mechanism that facilitated challenging social situations or relieved stress. The important role of drinking to cope with stress and social situations is well-known in the stress-response dampening literature (Marlatt, 1987; Sayette, 1993; Sher, 1987) , and has been acknowledged among college students as well (Backer-Fulghum, Patock-Peckham, King, Roufa, & Hagen, 2012; Norberg, Norton, Olivier, & Zvolensky, 2010; Park & Levenson, 2002) . The fact that coping with stress and social situations represented the third most frequently encountered category echoes the conclusions of a meta-analysis of on college drinking motives (Kuntsche et al., 2005) and suggests it is important to acknowledge this factor in college drinking yet not overstate its importance compared to the more positively reinforcing social and enjoyment advantages.
The fourth most commonly cited category of perceived advantages was the taste of alcohol. This category was less frequently encountered than the top three, which suggests that this category marks the point at which responses become less universal. However, it does corroborate findings of studies on college drinking motives, in which college students have-to varying degrees across samples-cited taste as an important desired effect (Norberg et al., 2010) . Our sample's relatively frequent endorsement of taste as an advantage of drinking also points out an assessment gap in existing decisional balance measures, in which taste is not represented (King & Diclemente, 1993; Migneault et al., 1999) .
Rounding out the top five most frequently named advantages of drinking was the ability to control one's drinking. Many responses in this category suggested reactance or reassurance (e.g., "I am drinking responsibly and not to get drunk") and may thereby have reflected a potential social desirability bias-an attempt to reassure the investigator that drinking is not a problem. On the other hand, the item in the current study, "What are the advantages to you of continuing to drink as you do now?" may have prompted some participants who had recently made changes in their drinking to compare their current drinking with a previous and potentially heavier drinking time. This category may also reflect emerging adults' increasing sense of control over their drinking as they begin to identify their own preferred limits and consumption patterns. Future research is needed to better understand college students' assertion they do have a sense of control over their drinking, which in contrast to the recent attention given impaired control (Leeman, Patock-Peckham, & Potenza, 2012) , has not previously been discussed in this population.
Perceived Disadvantages of Drinking
Physical effects comprised the most frequently cited disadvantages of drinking, and of these, symptoms resulting from hangovers (e.g., headaches or nausea) were the most common. This finding echoes those of another study, which noted the importance of physical effects as a reason for not drinking among both college abstainers and drinkers (Huang, DeJong, Schneider, & Towvim, 2011) . Less common physical effects subtypes were more distal health concerns or concerns about current alcohol dependence, the latter which was mentioned by only 0.3% of the current sample. This finding stands in contrast with existing decisional balance measures, which tend to emphasize more serious and distal physical consequences (e.g., "Drinking could kill me," "Drinking could get me addicted to alcohol;" Migneault et al., 1999) .
Expense of drinking was the second most commonly cited disadvantage in our sample; however, this category is underrepresented in the literature as a significant concern of college students. Although expense-related items appear in the Alcohol and Drug Consequences Questionnaire (Cunningham et al., 1997) , they are neither featured in the Decisional Balance for Immoderate Drinking (Migneault et al., 1999) nor the RAPI (White & Labouvie, 1989) , which were measures created expressly for use with a college population. Future versions of such measures should incorporate an expense item when assessing alcohol-related problems and perceived disadvantages of drinking among college students.
Alcohol's interference with goals or priorities represented the third most commonly cited category of disadvantages. Academic performance concerns were cited by students in the current sample, which was consistent with current measures used with college students (Migneault et al., 1999) . That said, participants cited alcohol's interference with general life goals slightly more often than academic goals. This finding highlighted students' concerns about alcohol interfering with their ability to attend not only to school-related goals but to diverse goals and priorities in their lives.
Following these categories were concerns about the caloric content of alcoholic beverages and related weight gain. Although these concerns were prevalent in our data, references to this category are also absent from existing decisional balance and alcohol-related problem measures (King & Diclemente, 1993; Migneault et al., 1999; White & Labouvie, 1989) .
It is of note that, in the current study, participants rarely volunteered disadvantages that are heavily emphasized on existing Likert-scale decisional balance measures, such as legal problems, harming others, risk of victimization, and negative self-concept. Our findings, however, correspond well to qualitative research reports on student-generated disadvantages of alcohol use, such as physical effects, interference with other priorities, and expense (Colby, Colby, & Raymond, 2009 ). This point underscores the importance of eliciting student-generated responses to ensure a more accurate representation of students' most salient and important drinking advantages and disadvantages. Fortunately, the online DBW provides a much more time-efficient and accessible means of assessing students' decisional balance than qualitative interviews or focus groups.
Study Limitations
The study limitations deserve mention. First, the current methods were not designed to establish the degree to which participants are aware of and able to report on the actual advantages and disadvantages they experience. Future studies may explore the ability of other types of data collection, such as implicit measures, to supplement these self-report findings. Further, students' selfThis document is copyrighted by the American Psychological Association or one of its allied publishers.
report may have been subject to social desirability bias. Fortunately, studies have shown that online data collection may elicit less social desirability bias than other means of data collection (Hardre, Crowson, & Xie, 2010; Joinson, 1999) . Second, there was an overrepresentation of senior students in our sample. Thus, a greater proportion of this sample had reached the legal drinking age at the time of data collection than a sample with a more even distribution across class rankings. For this reason, a large group of students in the current sample may not have had the same factors influencing their perceived advantages (e.g., "scoring beer at a frat party") or disadvantages (e.g., legal repercussions) of drinking as a younger sample. This older sample may also be more experienced with drinking than college samples in other studies, which could likewise affect perceived advantages and disadvantages. This sample feature may limit the generalizability of these findings to the college drinking population as a whole. That said, the DBW is open-ended and can capture participant-generated advantages and disadvantages across various types of samples to accurately document perceptions of substance use for that particular group. The current sample make-up therefore does not limit the utility of this measure for use across subsets of the larger college drinking population.
Conclusions
The concept of the decisional balance has been used for decades to represent people's motivation to engage in a behavior and its alternatives (Janis & Mann, 1977; Miller & Rollnick, 2012; Velicer et al., 1985) . Previous measures of decisional balance, however, have drawn on researcher-generated and not participantgenerated advantages and disadvantages of substance-use behaviors. In contrast, the current study reported on the use of a Web-based, open-ended, and participant-generated DBW to explore college students' perceived advantages and disadvantages of their drinking. When subject to a content analysis, the open-ended DBW data captured individual variability in participants' responses that could be coded and generalized into overall themes.
Findings from the current content analysis indicated that social benefits, enjoyment and negatively reinforcing psychological effects topped college drinkers' lists of advantages of their current drinking, whereas negative physical effects of alcohol, expense, and alcohol's interference with goals and other priorities represented the top three disadvantages of drinking. These findings echoed different aspects of studies across various areas of alcohol research (e.g., drinking motives, expectancies, reasons for and against alcohol use). That said, no one theory or study to date had covered all of these various topics of interest and concern to college drinkers. Further, with a sample size of 760 participants, this study represented the most comprehensive qualitative analysis of college drinkers' decisional balance to date and indicated the need for more representative and client-centered decisional balance measurement in this population to better capture college students' most salient perspectives on their drinking.
